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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


The Commons: A Template 
for Transformation 


David Bollier 


Abstract: This essay argues that, in the face of the deep pathologies of neoliberal 
capitalism, the commons paradigm can help us imagine and implement a transition to 
new decentralized systems of provisioning and democratic governance. The commons 
consists of a wide variety of self-organized social practices that enable communities to 
manage resources for collective benefit in sustainable ways. A robust transnational 
movement of commoners now consists of such diverse commons as seed-sharing 
cooperatives; communities of open source software programmers; localities that use 
alternative currencies to invigorate their economies; subsistence commons based on 
forests, fisheries, arable land, and wild game; and local food initiatives such as 
community-supported agriculture, Slow Food, and permaculture. As a system of 
provisioning and governance, commons give participating members a significant degree 
of sovereignty and control over important elements of their everyday lives. They also 
help people reconnect to nature and to each other, set limits on resource exploitation, 
and internalize the “negative externalities” so often associated with market behavior. 
These more equitable, ecologically responsible, and decentralized ways of meeting basic 
needs represent a promising new paradigm for escaping the pathologies of the Market/ 


State order and constructing an ecologically sustainable alternative. 


A GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE ESSAY 


Many citizens can 
more easily imagine 
the end of the world 
than the end of 


capitalism. 


A recent cartoon by Tom Toles described the history of climate change policy by 
showing a dozen frames of a person saying, “There is no climate change....There is no 
climate change...” This is followed by a final frame in which a person shrugs, “It's... 
um....[t’s too late.’ Even though abundant scientific and popular evidence shows 
that climate change poses a serious threat to human civilization, the world’s primary 
governance institutions—nation-states, treaty organizations, corporations—have 


achieved very little since the problem was first confirmed in the late 1980s. 


Climate change is but a synecdoche, a representative symbol, of the wider universe 
of economic, social, and ecological problems that continue to fester because the 
Market/State will sanction only a limited spectrum of politically acceptable responses. 
| use the term Market/State to refer to the deep interdependencies between large 
corporations, political leaders, and government bodies, and their shared commitment 
to the grand narrative of neoliberal economics and public policy. The Market/ 

State regards individualism, private property rights, and market exchange as the 
indispensable drivers of economic growth and technological innovation, which lie at 
the heart of a mythical vision of modernity and human progress. 


In the face of crises or scandals, citizens may protest and petition the State for 
domain-specific reforms. But ultimately, neoliberal economic principles, which entail 
maximal reliance on “free markets” and a disdain for government “intervention” 

and collective action by citizens, structurally define the field of credible options for 
change. Because of this structural reality of modern political culture, many citizens 

can more easily imagine the end of the world (consider the many apocalyptic books, 
films, and artworks of our time) than the end of capitalism. The 2008 financial crisis, for 
instance, did not result in a serious reckoning or reform, but rather further corporate 
consolidations and soaring stock prices and profits. 


Are there, then, any credible paths forward? This essay argues that the commons 
paradigm can help us imagine and implement a serious alternative—a new vision 
of provisioning and democratic governance that can evolve within the fragile, 
deteriorating edifice of existing institutions. The commons—a paradigm, discourse, 
ethic, and set of social practices—provides several benefits to those seeking to 
navigate a Great Transition. It offers a coherent economic and political critique of 
existing Market/State institutions. Its history includes many venerable legal principles 
that help us both to imagine new forms of law and to develop proactive political 
strategies for effecting change. Finally, the commons is supported by an actual 
transnational movement of commoners who are co-creating innovative provisioning 
and governance systems that work. 


Let me be clear: the commons is not a utopian vision or ideological agenda. Its future 
development is not inevitable. But the recent history of numerous commons shows 
that it is a useful new/old framework and vocabulary for co-constructing a new 
societal vision and, thus, a way of imagining fresh alternatives that go beyond the 
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ability of people to 
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tacit (and not-so-tacit) boundaries set by neoliberalism. The commons is not just an 
intellectual construct, however, but equally a constellation of self-organized projects 
around the world that are meeting human needs in more equitable and ecologically 
responsible ways. They include such diverse endeavors as seed-sharing cooperatives 
in India, the “right to the city” movement throughout Europe demanding that 

public spaces and resources serve everyone, communities of open source software 
programmers producing shareable code, localities that use alternative currencies to 
invigorate their economies, and local food initiatives such as community-supported 
agriculture, Slow Food, and permaculture. 


As a system of provisioning and governance, the commons lets people make 

their own rules for managing the resources on which they depend. It gives them 

a significant degree of sovereignty and control in the spheres of everyday life that 
matter to them. It can help them reconnect to nature and to each other, set limits on 
resource exploitation, and internalize the “negative externalities” so often associated 
with market behavior. We can also reasonably extend the canonical small-scale 
commons to imagine new forms of larger-scale commons institutions, such as 
stakeholder trusts and “state trustee commons,” to govern infrastructure and larger- 
scale natural systems. 


To be sure, the commons paradigm has limitations, as we will explore later. Instigating 
new collective management systems, for example, can be quite difficult, as can 
stabilizing the rules, practices, and culture of a given community. The state and 
market can be willful antagonists of commons, rather than supportive partners. 
Indeed, the market and state have historically colluded to enclose commons, convert 
shared resources into privatized commodities, and disrupt the social relationships and 
identities that constitute a commons. 


Notwithstanding such complications, the commons provides a useful template for 
diverse communities to imagine alternative futures in both a political and pragmatic 
sense. Commons can serve as spaces in which ordinary people can deliberate 

with others and have their concerns heard—a capacity that is sorely missing in 
contemporary life.? This is arguably a prerequisite for achieving any real environmental 
or economic sustainability—the ability of people to make the governing decisions 
that will affect them. Furthermore, the commons honors use-value over exchange- 


value and seeks to assure that basic needs are met first. Because commons strive to 
internalize principles of ecological limits and nurture an ethic of sufficiency, they can 
begin to disrupt the Market/State’s pathological dependence on economic growth 
and its inability to set limits on the overexploitation and abuse of Earth’s natural 
systems (“the tragedy of the market”)? 


Introduction to the Commons Paradigm 


There have been commons since the dawn of human existence. A growing body of 
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scientific evidence suggests that social trust and cooperation may be an evolutionary 
reality hard-wired into the human species. Reciprocal altruism and collective action 
certainly contributed to the development of prehistoric agriculture, indigenous 
peoples around the world have ingeniously blended their cultural practices with 
ecosystem imperatives, and now social collaboration on digital platforms is becoming 
an economic and social norm.° 


In this sense, the commons is really a social paradigm, a concept that in its very 
essence challenges some basic premises of the economic theory developed in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Human beings are not essentially the selfish, 
rational, utility-maximizing individuals that standard economics presumes they are. 
Human beings have many more complex propensities that are consequential to 
economic activity and life. While people are surely self-interested and competitive in 
many aspects of their lives, they also exhibit deep concern for fairness, participation, 
social connection, and peer approval. All of these human traits lie at the heart of the 
commons. Yet most economists view such traits as incidental to market transactions, 
the esteemed “main act” of wealth creation, because they tend not to conform to the 
basic logic of Homo economicus and market economics. 


For more than forty years, much of the educated public has considered the commons 
to be a failed management regime. Much of the blame can be traced to a famous 
essay written by biologist Garrett Hardin in 1968, “The Tragedy of the Commons,’ 

a short piece in the journal Science that presented a parable of a shared pasture 

on which no single herder has a “rational” incentive to limit his cattle’s grazing.® 

The inevitable result, said Hardin, is that each farmer uses as much of the common 
resource as possible, inevitably resulting in its overuse and ruin—the so-called 
“tragedy of the commons.’ 


Alas, Hardin was not describing a commons, but rather an open access regime 

or free-for-all in which everything is free for the taking without constraint. In a 
commons, however, there is a distinct community of users who govern the resource. 
The commoners negotiate their own rules of usage, assign responsibilities and 
entitlements, and set up monitoring systems and penalties to identify free riders, 
among other acts to maintain the commons. Commons scholar Lewis Hyde has 
puckishly called Hardin's “tragedy” thesis “The Tragedy of Unmanaged, Laissez-Faire, 
Common-Pool Resources with Easy Access for Non-Communicating, Selflnterested 
Individuals.”” 


Economists and conservative ideologues nonetheless saw the parable as a useful 
way to affirm the virtues of private property and limited government. Hardin’s 
misrepresentation of the commons became a familiar catchphrase, and the “tragedy” 
syndrome went on to become a much-taught concept in undergraduate education. 
In the meantime, contemporary economic theory has ignored actual working 


commons. For example, two leading American introductory economics textbooks 
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do not explore the natural resource commons upon which an estimated two billion 
people rely to meet their everyday needs.® Subsistence provisioning for household 
use is not as captivating to economists as production for market exchange and capital 
accumulation. 


Professor Elinor Ostrom, a political scientist at Indiana University, helped rescue the 
commons from the memory hole to which mainstream economics had consigned it. 
Over the course of four decades, Ostrom’s extensive empirical fieldwork documented 
the capacity of communities to manage natural resources sustainably. The central 
question that Ostrom and her colleagues have tried to answer was 


how a group of principals who are in an interdependent situation can 
organize and govern themselves to obtain continuing joint benefits when 
all face ternptations to free-ride, shirk or otherwise act opportunistically. 
Parallel questions have to do with the combinations of variables that 

will (1) increase the initial likelihood of selforganization, (2) enhance the 
capabilities of individuals to continue self-organized efforts over time, or 
(3) exceed the capacity of self-organization to solve CPR [Common-Pool 
Resource] problems without external assistance of some form? 


Ostrom’s landmark 1990 book Governing the Commons identified some key “design 
principles” for successful commons, while her other books explored the ways to 
diversify and nest governance (‘polyarchy”) in order to empower bottom-up initiative 
and decision-making.'° For this work, Ostrom won the Nobel Prize in Economics in 
2009 (which she shared with Oliver Williamson), the first woman to be so honored. 
Coming on the immediate heels of the 2008 financial crisis, the Nobel Prize 
committee may have wished to showcase how ongoing social relationships play as 
significant a role in economics as impersonal market transactions. 


Besides her copious research literature, Ostrom’s greatest legacy (she died in 2012) 

is the large international network of scholars who continue to study the varied 
institutional systems for governing common-pool resources (resources over which no 
one has private property rights or exclusive control). Most of these consist of small- 
scale natural resources such as forests, fisheries, grazing lands, groundwater, and wild 
game, usually located in rural regions of marginalized countries. Anthropologists, 
sociologists, political scientists, economists, and other scholars associated with the 
International Association for the Study of the Commons have studied pastoralists in 
semi-arid regions of Africa, lobstermen in the coast coves of Maine, rubber tappers in 


the Amazon, and fishers in the Philippines, among hundreds of other commoners." 


A Brief Sampling of Commons that Manage Ecological Resources 


There is no definitive taxonomy or inventory of commons. A commons arises 
whenever a given community decides that it wishes to manage a resource 
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collectively, with an accent on fair access, use, and long-term sustainability. While 
choosing to categorize commons by the type of resource involved is tempting, 

a focus on the resource alone can be misleading. For example, a “Knowledge 
commons" on the Internet is not simply about intangible resources such as software 
code or digital files; such a commons also requires physical resources to function 
(computers, electricity, food for human beings). By the same token, “natural resource 
commons” are not just about timber or fish or corn, because these resources, like all 


commons, can only be managed through social relationships and shared knowledge. 
‘All commons are social, and all commons are knowledge commons,” as my colleague 
Silke Helfrich puts it.'? 


The fact that any given commons has so many “floating variables” makes developing 
a standard, universal typology of commons difficult. The boundaries between 
commons and their contextual circumstances are blurry, creating a serious 
methodological challenge in identifying which dynamics of commons are defining 
and which are incidental. Ostrom sought to overcome this problem by developing 
what she called Institutional Analysis and Development, a meta-theoretical research 
framework for assessing variables in commons across disciplinary boundaries. 
However, | believe that the IAD has “ontological prejudices” of its own. If commons 
are “seen from the inside’—i.e,, through the intersubjectivity, history, and culture of 
their participants—a universal typology or taxonomy of commons is elusive, if not 
impossible. 


Nonetheless, one needs to have a rough mental map of a rather sprawling universe 
of commons. In that spirit, to illustrate some strikingly different types of structures for 
managing ecological resources, here is a brief sampling of notable commons: 


The Potato Park (Peru) is a sui generis regime under international law 
that authorizes a number of Peruvian indigenous peoples to manage 
more than 900 genetically diverse potatoes as a “bio-cultural heritage” 
landscape. The Potato Park is a rare instance of State law recognizing 
collaborative stewardship of crops that would otherwise be vulnerable to 
enclosure (through the patenting of genetic knowledge, also known as 
“bio-piracy”). 


Acequias are a “bio-cultural” institution of Hispanic¢Americans in New 
Mexico that sustainably manages irrigation water in a very arid region. 

In contrast to land practices in adjacent areas, acequias contribute to soil 
and water conservation, aquifer recharge, preservation of wildlife and 
plant habitats, and energy conservation. The success of acequias stems 
from their commons-based system of decision-making, participation, 
and enforcement. All community members share responsibilities for 
stewardship of the water (e.g., annual cleaning of water ditches) while 
sharing use rights to water, a system that has worked sustainably even in 
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periods of drought.° 


The System of Rice Intensification (SRI) is an agro-ecological system 

for improving the productivity of irrigated rice by changing the mix of 
plants, soil, water, and nutrients. SRI operates as a self-organized online 
network of farmers in several dozen countries. These collaborations in 
cyberspace have helped farmers boost yields by 20 to 100%, reduce the 
seed required by 90%, and reduce water usage by up to 50%. The project 
is notable for blending the use of online platforms with physical resource 
management—a trend exemplified by other “eco-digital commons.” 


The stakeholder trust, inspired by the Alaska Permanent Fund, is a species 
of large-scale commons that distributes revenues from a shared asset (such 
as oil on Alaskan land) to every household in the state (roughly $1,000 to 
$2,000 each year). For alienable resources, this governance/management 
model is easily replicable. For example, stakeholder trusts have been 
proposed for the atmosphere (“Earth Atmospheric Trust”), oceans, and the 
human genome; and ecological economists in Vermont have proposed a 
stakeholder trust for natural resources in their state. Stakeholder trusts are 
a particularly useful way to recognize our collective ownership of certain 
natural resources and to generate non-wage income streams that can 
reduce inequality—a theme long championed by author Peter Barnes.'” 


Urban commons are increasingly named and defended as such, most 
notably in the violent protests to prevent Gezi Park in Istanbul from being 
converted into a shopping mall. Urban commons include community 
gardens, urban land trusts, collaborative consumption, and “homegrown 
parks.” There are many new initiatives to treat “the city as commons” and 
to develop policies for a “shareable city.”"® 


These very different types of commons all recognize the power of local and 
distributed engagement; moral, social, and ecological considerations; and the 
creativity and legitimacy that result from self-organized, bottom-up rulemaking. 


The Rise of the Contemporary Commons Movement 


Alongside the academic exploration of the commons, but independent of it, a 

global movement of commoners began to emerge in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
coinciding with the growth of the World Wide Web and free/open source software. 
These self-identified commoners work in local, national, and transnational arenas and 
focus on very different concerns such as subsistence agriculture, access to water, the 
re-localization of food production, open access scholarly publishing, hackerspaces 
and Fab Labs, urban spaces and amenities, scientific data sharing, “collaborative 
consumption,” cooperatives, and alternative currencies, among many others. Despite 
their manifest differences, these commoners share deep commitments to managing 
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and preserving shared resources in fair, inclusive, sustainable, and accountable ways. 


Most commoners care less about theorizing about the commons than about 
practically improvising the stewardship of their shared resources. That is, they mostly 
focus on building new models of commons-based provisioning outside of the 
control of the Market/State. The 2012 book The Wealth of the Commons, a collection 
of seventy-three essays on the commons that | co-edited with Silke Helfrich, provides 


a sense of the scope and diversity of this activity.’? Besides many activist initiatives 
and commons-based provisioning projects, notable recent developments include a 
major international conference in Berlin in May 2013 and a strategic research initiative 
launched by Ecuador to explore how it might build its economy on the principles of 
commons-based peer production. 


The broad appeal of the commons discourse stems in no small part from the 
vulnerability that so many people experience at the hands of the Market/State. 
Enclosures of water, customary lands, genetic resources, knowledge, the Internet, 
and much else are all motivated by a common denominator, the neoliberal policy 
agenda, which sees economic growth and the marketization of everything as 
self-evident imperatives. Generally speaking, however, the many victims of market 
enclosures have no shared discourse for expressing the value of their commons as 


a source of provisioning, social connection, and identity. The commons paradigm 
helps address this need for a shared discourse and increasingly serves as a scaffolding 
for developing a critique and vision. This project naturally draws upon the striking 


historical parallels between contemporary enclosures and the English enclosure 
movement, which criminalized commoning, converted shared wealth into private 
property, and dispossessed people of the resources and traditions needed for 
subsistence.”° 


This history remains highly instructive today, especially in its legal dimensions. The 
civil wars that resulted in King John’s signing of the Magna Carta in 1215, and the 
companion document the Charter of the Forest, set forth a range of legal principles 
recognizing the right to commoning.”' They augmented a body of commons-based 
law going back to Roman law, most notably the Institutes of Justinian, the first known 
legal recognition of common resources, in 535 CE.*2 Other bodies of commons-based 
law include the public trust doctrine in environmental law, which prohibits the State 
from selling or giving away resources that belong to the unorganized citizenry; legal 
regimes to conserve land and other natural resources; and international treaties that 
govern the use of oceans, Antarctica, and space. 


Imagining a New Architecture of Commons-Based Law and Policy 


In a recent book, Green Governance: Ecological Survival, Human Rights and the Law 
of the Commons, Professor Burns H. Weston, the noted international human rights 
scholar, and | argue that a number of powerful trends—in economics, digital 
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technology, human rights law, and commons—are converging. The book emphasizes 
the need to develop a new architecture of commons-based law and policy, which 

we call “green governance.’ This new “commons imaginary” uses the instruments of 
State, international, and human rights law in new ways to facilitate the formation and 
maintenance of ecological commons. 


In the book, we seek a reconceptualization of the human right to a clean and healthy 
environment within the framework of international human rights law. We propose 
that modern law should recognize the age-old paradigm of the commons and 
provide affirmative recognition and support to the right to common. Our premise 

is that, given the demonstrable failures and limitations of the Market/State in 
assuring a clean and healthy environment, a new regime of commons-based “green 
governance” (in concert with the State) could help overcome some key structural 
limitations of “free markets” and conventional government.” 


This will require that we reconceptualize law itself as something more than the 
enactments of legislatures and the declarations of courts. Weston and | call for 
recognition of what we call Vernacular Law—the “unofficial” social norms, procedures, 
and customary institutions that peer communities devise to manage their own 
resources, “Vernacular,” as the prominent Austrian social critic Ivan Illich pointed out, 
“implies ‘rootedness’ and abode" and derives from the Latin word Vernaculum, which 
described “sustenance derived from reciprocity patterns embedded in every aspect 
of life, as distinguished from sustenance that comes from exchange or from vertical 
distripution."* Vernacular Law matters because commons governance depends on 
informal, socially negotiated rules that may not even be written down. It constitutes 
a form of “cultural ballast” that gives a commons stability and self-confidence even in 
the absence of formal law. 


Some may complain that commons based on Vernacular Law are not necessarily 
democratic in the sense understood by modern liberal polities. There may indeed be 
social inequalities and hierarchies in various commons, which traditional liberals might 
consider alien or unacceptable. On the other hand, as Ostrom’s design principles 

for commons confirm, successful commons tend to have modes of participation, 
deliberation, transparency, responsibility, and effectiveness that generally 

surpass anything provided in practice by the bureaucratic State or representative 
democracies. 


In any case, one attractive option is for the State to act as a partner with the 
commons, setting the basic democratic parameters within which Vernacular Law 
must operate, without directly controlling how a given commons is organized and 
managed. The State already delegates considerable authority to corporations through 
corporate charters, ostensibly to serve public purposes. Why could it not use this 
same authority to charter commons for green governance? Such a policy approach 
could help to mobilize decentralized participation on the ground and to provide 
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a meaningful role for local knowledge and bottom-up innovation. Moving in this 
direction—to recognize and support commons as a matter of state law and policy— 
would obviously require innovative legal and policy structures and procedures.”° 


The Prospects and Limitations of the Commons Paradigm 


While the decentralized, bottom-up rulemaking and governance processes of 
commons can be a powerful engine of transformation—bypassing many of the 
pathologies of corporate and state power—serious challenges to enacting this 
scenario exist. Some challenges are intrinsic to the commons paradigm, others 
stem from political opposition, and still others have to do with the uncertainties 
of sailing into unchartered waters, particularly in terms of the governance of large- 
scale common-pool resources such as the atmosphere and oceans. As a form, 

the commons clearly works more naturally at smaller scales because personal 
interactions—and thus deliberation, negotiations, and monitoring—are more 
easily achieved. However, the “scalability quotient” of commons is changing as the 
Internet enables larger, more robust systems for cultivating trust, transparency, and 
collaboration among strangers online.” 


Since commons are typically nested within larger systems (e.g., state and market 
structures at various scales), they are rarely wholly independent and autonomous. 
Thus, all sorts of “exogenous variables” may affect the workings of commons. This, 
too, poses unpredictable challenges in starting and growing new commons. For 
example, corporate agribusiness may be hostile to local farming coops or seed- 
sharing communities and may interfere with them through obstructionist laws or 
sheer market dominance.” Alternatively, the State may fail to understand or support 
commons, particularly since it tends to see market growth (and thus the growth of tax 
revenues) as central to its own success. 


Inappropriate or ineffectual governance, bad leadership, and ill-advised group 
consensus can all damage the effective working of the commons, and commoners 
may have disagreements and conflicts that cannot always be bridged. It is therefore 
imperative that the constitutional structures, operational rules, and social norms 

of commons evolve to “contain” and resolve disagreements and to channel them 

in constructive directions. In spite of the prisoner's dilemma literature, the history 

of countless real-life commons suggests that a rough consensus and working 
governance are entirely possible.”’ 


Two other salient challenges deserve mention. One is the deep philosophical tensions 
between the commons and the modern liberal state. The State generally gives 
juridical recognition to individuals only, chiefly to protect private property rights, 
personal liberties, and commercial interests. The idea of recognizing collective rights 
for a given activity may be suspect if not unconstitutional, as we can see in the State's 
typical aversion to recognizing the collective interests of indigenous peoples.* As a 
result, legal protection for commons in modern liberal polities often requires a “hack” 
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on conventional law to enable commoning. Salient examples include the Creative 
Commons licenses (copyright law), the General Public License for free software 
(copyright law), and land trusts (property law). 


The very categories of neoliberal thought are ill-equipped to comprehend the logic 
of commons. The commons, for example, integrates the activities now known as 


wu 


“production,” “consumption,” and “governance"—each usually assigned to separate 
realms—into a single, organic unit. Consider how such a division of functions would 
make little sense to participants of a seed-sharing collective, a Wikipedia editorial 
group, or the CouchSurfing hospitality commons. Potentially more perplexing still, 
the commons implicitly scrambles many familiar dualisms of neoliberal thought, such 
as “public” and “private,” “collective” and “individual,” and “objective” and “subjective.” 
These antinomies are not necessarily self-evident because, in a commons, individual 
interests are nested within collective interests, non-rational emotions and convictions 
have a social standing alongside “objective, rational” beliefs, and the dominant vectors 


of “market” and “state” may be only marginally implicated. 


Second, we must consider how to build commons-based governance structures 

at larger scales and how to “nest” different levels of governance to enable “scale- 
linking” behaviors. The strategies for managing small-scale natural resource commons 
obviously cannot work for regional or global ecological systems that traverse major 
political boundaries—e.g., the Great Lakes, coastal fisheries, biodiversity, and the 
atmosphere. A cross-boundary commons is clearly a frontier challenge in reimagining 
governance, one whose complications require creative innovation.*' Suffice it to say 
that we must begin to devise distributed forms of commons governance that mimic 
complex adaptive systems, which over time can give rise to new properties of self- 
organization and administration at higher levels. The commons paradigm cannot 

be abruptly declared and built; new behaviors, practices, and identities must be 
cultivated over time. We need to enable new forms of socially embedded governance 
and provisioning that “grow” organically, and not presume that passing a law, winning 
a lawsuit, or establishing a new government agency more or less resolves a problem. 


Building the commons requires that we take seriously the concept of “emergence,” 
as described by complexity theory. The idea of evolving new forms of self-organized 
governance may seem absurd according to the tenets of centralized government 
institutions that prize maximum control, uniform rules, and formal accountability. But 
emergence is arguably the prevailing incubation strategy in tech-related businesses 
that rely upon digital networks as infrastructure.” We are already beginning to 

see the rise of scale-linking governance systems on the Internet that are resulting 

in new forms of “glocal” behavior (intertwined global and local cooperation). The 
open design and manufacturing movement, for example, has produced functional 
models of cars, houses, and farm equipment (Wikisoeed, Wikihouse, and Open Source 
Ecology, respectively) that rely on global design collaboration and local fabrication.” 
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The commons can 
let people begin 

to initiate their 
own systems and 
bypass captured, 
dysfunctional 
government and 


predatory, expensive 


markets. 


Experiments that leverage the rich capacities of open networks and “go beyond 
bureaucracy” to empower commons are, thus, urgently needed.* Nation-states 

may or may not entertain new forms of transboundary governance that they do not 
directly administer, but the performance of existing institutions of government is not 
that impressive. Some conceptually innovative approaches are essential. 


The Commons as a Template for Reimagining the Future 


Expanding the scope of commons-based governance will require that we 
reconceptualize the neoliberal Market/State as a “triarchy” of the Market/State/ 
Commons, in the words of Michel Bauwens, founder of the P2P Foundation.® This 
would realign authority and provisioning responsibilities in new ways. The State 
would maintain its commitments to representative governance and the management 


of public property, and business enterprises would continue to own capital to 
produce saleable goods and services. But the State would shift its focus to become 

a “Partner State,” assisting not just the market sector but also the commons sector, 
working to ensure its health and well-being. Given the State's current deep alliance 
with the Market, the State is not likely to embrace this idea with alacrity. However, 
given the deterioration of trust, efficacy, and legitimacy that now afflicts state and 
market institutions, the commons model has great potential because of its capacity to 
be more cost-effective, responsive, and socially equitable, and to be experienced as a 
more legitimate form of governance. 


In the meantime, with or without government sanction, the commons can let people 
begin to initiate their own systems and bypass captured, dysfunctional government 
and predatory, expensive markets. Such commoning is likely to “compete” eventually 
with existing market practices and build a different “center of gravity” that makes 
commons alternatives more credible. GNU/Linux did this in the late 1990s and 
beyond, taming Microsoft at a time of its formidable market dominance. The local 
food movement is also doing this to the consolidated industrial food system today by 
demonstrating the appeal of locally-based working alternatives. 


While proposing a grand end state to which we should aspire is tempting, it is 
important to understand the commons as a process for discovering and enacting 
a grounded alternative vision. Certain opportunities and ambitions can materialize 
and evolve only if one is immersed in an active community of co-venturers; there 
are limits to intellectual foresight, and “action causes more trouble than thought,” 


as conceptual artist Jenny Holzer nicely puts it.° We have seen how new “micro” 
social behaviors can give rise to needed macro-institutions over time, and those, 

in turn, to new movements. Consider the “swarming federation” of cooperation 
among multiple digital commoners that has emerged over the past fifteen years. 
Today, the people involved in free software, Wikipedia, Creative Commons licenses, 
open access publishing, open courseware, open educational resources, open data, 
and related endeavors provide extensive mutual support to each other. Collectively, 


they represent a formidable constituency that is building a different future and is 
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increasingly influential in public policy fora.*” 


Such examples suggest how loose federations of commoners of various stripes might 
open up viable pathways to a new sort of economic and social order, rooted in the 
values of a Great Transition. What now appears to be a “shadow sector” outside of 
the perimeter of the Market/State—a realm only dimly recognized by mainstream 
economics and policy—has the potential to pioneer working alternatives. Moving 
beyond the matrix of consumerism, debt, short-term market priorities, ecological 
harm, and economic inequality associated with the modern Market/State, the 


The big question commons provides a framework for cultivating a new ethic of buen vivir, or “living 

1S whether the well,” a term used by many Latin Americans to describe a more humane, balanced 
way of life.?® 

commons movement 7 

will step up to the Such an outcome is not guaranteed, of course. Any progress in this direction will 


. os entail on-the-ground commoning, technical ingenuity, legal innovation, social 
rich opportunities eareibang oe : ae ute | 

solidarity, and political struggle. But the commons has a special capacity to speak at 
ahead. once to politics, economics, culture, and the “inner dimensions” of people's lives; it is 


not just an abstract policy vision or white paper. Indeed, the commons movement 


is growing because people can access it from many directions and are advancing 
it through myriad projects and other movements. It can draw upon a serious legal 
tradition and unleash new types of political synergies. The big question is whether 
commoners, proto-commoners, and the commons movement itself will recognize 
this full potential and step up to the rich opportunities ahead. 
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TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Roundtable 


GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Arthur Dahl 


Bollier presents the commons paradigm as the solution to escaping the pathologies of the Market/ 
State order. Subdividing Bollier's all-encompassing commons paradigm would be helpful as well so 
that we can look at areas where it is more or less appropriate. In the traditional domain of property 
rights, acommon or shared property approach is obviously relevant to the atmosphere and the 
oceans because boundaries cannot easily be fixed. However, it will not be appropriate to replace 
private property in all cases. There are human needs for intimacy, self-expression, entrepreneurship, 
and tender loving care, for example, where private property in moderation may be more relevant. 


Balancing the two to reflect individual and collective interests is what we must explore. 


A commons approach is clearly relevant to many environmental challenges, from climate change 
to biodiversity loss to local soil management and food production. This is where planetary 
ecological boundaries need to be translated into local action adapted to the great diversity of 
local environmental contexts. There is no single right solution, but a multitude of actions that must 


evolve organically towards more sustainability. 


One area where the present commons concept may be too constraining, though, is in emphasizing 
local self-sufficiency. This will only work if we return to simpler dispersed villages with a much lower 
human population. The planetary environment is not uniform, and we can only raise its human 
carrying capacity if we profit from ecological and climate differences and alternating seasons in the 
Northern and Southern Hemispheres. Local production is important, but we will also need trade to 
optimize comparative advantages and economies of scale where appropriate. The global system 
today is too interdependent to return to complete autonomy, so self-sufficiency as an ideal needs 
to be replaced by subsidiarity, profiting from integration while producing as much as possible at the 


lowest or most immediately relevant level. 
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Finally, at the heart of the commons concept is the element of trust. In commons that work, people 
trust each other and are trustworthy themselves. While humans are naturally selfish as infants, they 

can grow and be educated to become altruistic. Self-interest is only one facet of human nature, and 

it is not inherently dominant. If we accept that there is a higher human purpose to acquire virtues, as 
reflected in all the great religious, spiritual, and humanistic traditions, then the Great Transition must be 
founded on a transition in human values. Presently, Commons mechanisms select for people with those 
values. Ultimately, a great transition in values will enable all human systems, including capitalism and 
the market system, to work better in our general interest. The commons paradigm may not be the only 


template for transformation, but it is certainly a leader pointing to the direction ahead. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Liisa Horelli 


Although David Bollier’s essay is brilliant, it has a couple of key problems. Firstly, the great variety 
of definitions of Commons—as a resource, ideology, ethic, emergent process, paradigm, model, 
template, logic, framework, space for deliberation, etc —means that it is almost everything and 
therefore nothing specific. Thus, it cannot be the great driver for the Great Transition Initiative, but 
certainly one of the many sources of inspiration that is most useful in the form of concrete case 
studies or examples. Through the expansion of the examples, the desired “unity in diversity” might 


emerge. 


Secondly, as Commons evidently require nutrition, maintenance, protection, and governance on 
many levels, the lack of knowledge and experience of multi-scalar governance is evident. Currently, 
there are no viable global governance models for our planet. Nevertheless, | believe that the path 
towards them goes through the interaction between the public (states, municipalities), private 
(market), and people, or the third sector with its variety of organized and self-organized initiatives. 
And the Commons are at the intersection of these parties, not the third party itself, as David Bollier 
suggests. This requires co-governance that can be seen as a deliberative system, demanding careful 
balancing of the formal, non-formal, and mixed spheres of activities, arenas, and decision-making. 
Even here, the problem of trans-scalar governance might be approached through iterative and 


incremental efforts with case studies on real issues. 


One current example on trans-scalar governance is the struggle over the Internet as a Global 
Commons. Its favorable institutionalization would mean that the Internet’s essential functionalities 
and services, such as email, web search facilities, and social networking platforms, will be made 


available to all people as public goods and therefore regulated as a public utility. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Ashish Kothari 


| support much of what is in David Bollier’s paper; however, | would like to make a few additional 


points: 


1. While Bollier mentions the issue of local inequities, he does so only in passing. For many 
communities around the world, the issues of gender, caste, class, race, ethnicity, age, and other 
inequalities and exploitation are all-too-real and stubbornly resistant to change. Commons are not 
always about “fair access,” and Ostrom’s design principles do not necessarily operate on the ground. 
| can cite many examples of commons that are wonderful from an ecological point of view, but also 
deny access to powerless minorities in the community. One criticism of the “localization” movement 
is that it ignores such inequities and elite capture of local institutions. | do not share the view that 
this is an inherent part of localization or of the commons, but unless we build this squarely into our 
understanding and the process of transformation, we will be missing out on putting social justice 


as a central component of any movement. 


2. Do we really have a “global movement of commoners”? To me, a movement is something with 
self-identity and a cohesive (even if internally diverse), collective presence. At the moment, the 
commons initiatives around the world are scattered, often isolated, and sometimes networking, but 
are not yet a global movement. For this, the need for global (and subglobal) processes is crucial. 
This would also mean aligning with other movements, such as those for collective territorial rights 


and custodianship (powerful amongst indigenous peoples, for instance). 


3. For the local to global transformation, we also have to challenge the nation-state as a political 
entity. Regional and global governance based on commonly identified ecologies and cultures 
would transcend current nation-state boundaries and perhaps eventually dissolve them, replacing 


them with fluidity instead of rigidities in the determination of collective identities. | can have one 
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cultural identity, another ecologically defined identity, a third thematically defined one that can cut 


across the first two, and so on, and none may be as overpowering as the current nationality identity is. 
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TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


James Quilligan 


Today, in the countless privatizations of resources vital to human existence, David Bollier sees the 
legacy of Enlightenment values. He observes that, rather than offer new solutions, the Market/State 
perpetuates the same system of colonization, enclosure, and commodification which has been 
creating social and environmental disparities for the past five hundred years. These imbalances arise 
through the individual or institutional dominance of a devalued other (involving separate life-forms, 


separate humans, or separate aspects of oneself). 


Yet Bollier anticipates a change in the epistemology which divides (inter)national economies and 
cultures from local places and communities. He notes that the creation of new norms for cultural 
and ecological governance is along and slow process which must grow organically. It cannot be 
expressed by “passing a law, winning a lawsuit, or establishing a new government agency,” he 
explains, but through nested levels of scale-linking behaviors that build cultural and biological 


diversity over time. 


This common lifeworld is at the forefront of new solutions for sustainable and prosperous societies. 
Proponents of the commons envision a civilization where the norms for access, use, and exchange 
of resources are socially negotiated among resource users. To put this concept in a word, it might 
be pluralism—but not the pluralism of liberal society with its separation of powers (which is 


certainly important but rather easily put out of balance by party politics and commercial pressures). 


The new pluralism is, rather, a broadening of the modern system of checks and balances to 

include a wide range of subsidiary input from citizens in the governance of their own resources. 
This principle of deliberative selforganization is more than a bridge to carry us through the Great 
Transition: it demonstrates how life will be when we actually reach the other side of the chasm and 
reintegrate society and culture with nature. This is why the instinct of commoners to fuse individual 


rights with social equity in a locally decentralized and ecologically sufficient society is spot-on. 


23 | GTI ROUNDTABLE CONTRIBUTION 


My only quibble lies with Bollier’s interpretation of the evolution of the commons, i.e., that “its future 
development is not inevitable.” From the standpoint of human free will, this is certainly true. The success 
of a commons depends on its users’ capacities and willingness to produce, distribute, and restore their 
resources collectively. Yet the fact that commons are co-created does not mean that the development 


of the commons is somehow preventable or not inevitable. 


Now that society is beginning to question the meaning of exponential economic growth, this is no 
reason to deny the significance of generative development. Simply because the social sciences have 
taught many of us not to speak of evolutionary or environmental determinism, are we to conclude that 
people are not part of a purposeful evolution and that the human race has survived for all these 
millennia entirely by accident? Given the ancient intentionality of human beings on this planet for 
creating long-term and viable civilizations—cooperatively managing our food, water, energy, and air 
so that we can eat and have healthy children and perpetuate the race—! would say that humanity's 


rediscovery and management of its commons is a very deeply programmed impulse. 


If the energetic sustenance of life is a purposive drive in nature and human beings are part of this 
natural world, then property enclosures and commodity forms are contingent aspects of that reality. 
They are temporary states of organization and control which civilization has created by externalizing 
the social and ecological costs of production and consumption. Thus, from the standpoint of human 
evolution, the commons are co-determined and privatization is an interim stage in the long, progressive 
internalization of resilience, sustainability, and abundance which humanity is developing through group 


cooperation and social action. 


Of course, much of this consciousness is still diffuse and the story of the commons has few people who 
can articulate it clearly and wisely. That is why we have mentors like David Bollier to help reorient us. 
This article, like his new book, Think Like a Commoner: A Short Introduction to the Life of the Commons, are 


encouraging steps in this direction. 
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Wolfgang Sachs 


| immensely enjoyed this wide-ranging yet timely essay. David Bollier has masterfully woven 
together the social, environmental, and juridical aspects of the commons. But | would highlight one 


issue, namely the connection between commons and economic degrowth. 


How is an economy able to function without growth? The question looms large over debates 
about tomorrow's economy with a drastically smaller ecological footprint in the global middle and 
upper classes. Broadly speaking, there are two possible scenarios. The reactionary scenario is that 
the loss of growth leads to rising inequalities, social exclusion, and impoverishment. The progressive 
scenario, however, involves investing in a new model of wealth that ensures that everyone has 


enough, based on a fair distribution of income, employment, and resources. 


The rise of the commons from below is an encouraging sign, since it widens the view on wealth 
and welfare. Degrowth would not be possible if the creation of wealth relied only on money. 
One of the hidden dimensions of wealth is the commons. Since most economists focus on the 
accumulation of individual goods, they fail to see the variants of common-wealth. In particular, 


imagining a form of wealth with less money has become possible. 


For instance, car sharing is more cost-efficient than owing a car, urban gardening is cheaper than 
buying at supermarkets, and urban parks for recreation are less costly than acquiring a holiday 
ticket. The reverse is true as well: the commons allow for achievements that otherwise not could 
have been paid for. Just as Wikipedia would be unaffordable if all the authors and editors had to 
be paid a fee, so, too, would a group of senior citizens living in a co-housing project lighten public 
health budgets. In part, the commons is replacing money. People do things in the commons 

out of a community spirit, mutual interest, or solidarity. Ifa basic income or a citizen stipend was 
introduced, shared wealth could flourish. The reinvention of the commons is therefore vital to the 


creation of an economic order for the twenty-first century freed from the dictate of growth. 
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TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Author’s Response 


GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Response to Comments 


| wish to thank the many commenters on my essay for their thoughtful insights, elaborations on my 


themes, pointed questions, and criticisms. 


Let's start with the term “commons’ itself. As an ancient concept that is being refurbished and 
given new meanings, it is understandable that there might be confusion about what exactly the 
commons means. After all, there are so many contexts that give it different valences of meaning, 
and so many relatively novel usages of the term without a consensual set of referents in mind. 
Adding to the confusion is that people come from so many different places in the world, and thus 


from so many different intellectual and cultural vantage points. 


All of this does not distress me, however. | regard it as evidence of precisely the larger conversation 
and “social negotiation” that needs to take place. We need to clarify how we shall talk about the 
diverse social phenomena of commoning. We are engaged in that process right now, and it will 


take time to come to a clearer, shared understanding. 


Consider, in addition, that “the market” as a concept is usually not very well defined either. It is a 
social construction that refers to a countless forms of market activity which, over time, we have 
come to regard as generically similar. A stock exchange, global commerce, commodities futures 
sales, a local retailer, and a lemonade stand are all forms of “the market,” yet no one usually faults 
that term for being too vague or elastic. Yes, we often need to speak about “markets” in more 
precise, contextualized ways, but that does not prevent us from often finding the general term “the 


market” useful and meaningful. 


So it is with the commons. Why can't the commons be used as a generic term that refers to a 
multitude of commons, each different but embodying generally similar principles? In this sense, the 


commons is a meta-discourse and framing, not a totalizing ideology. 
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The term “ecology” was also befuddling to many people in the early 1960s, and it took years for 
mainstream culture to assimilate the concept. If the commons is a bit strange and confusing to some 


people, that is not entirely surprising. Cultural change takes time. 


The risk of propagating a new “universalism” certainly exists and must be guarded against. But | 

think that we (Commoners) can deal with this issue by insisting upon the inherent pluralism of the 
commons—its unity-in-diversity character that James Quilligan urges we recognize. Commons (as 
actual systems) must always take on the particulars of their local contexts, resources, histories, cultures, 


rule-sets, and so forth—and the commons must stand for this proposition. 


| concede that many people immersed in the prevailing worldview will likely distort the meaning 

of the commons—and misunderstand it—by imposing on it an alien epistemic meaning. This is an 
unfortunate but unavoidable reality. To repeat, the point of using the term commons is partly an 
attempt to introduce a new vocabulary and cultural sensibility that existing language simply cannot 
and does not express. The referents of the term “commons” will become clearer as the term itself gains 


acceptance and currency, much as “ecology” did. 


In the meantime, many people will assuredly objectify the commons paradigm and its manifestations. It 
is already routine for economists and policymakers to regard the commons as a resource only, as when 
NATO refers to the oceans, space, and Internet as commons. This replicates the original Garrett Hardin 
error of treating the commons as a simple un-owned resource; it fails to see the commons as a dynamic 
social mode of bottom-up self-governance. And commoners themselves may fall prey to this trap as 


well if they regard their commons as resources only. 


The best antidote is to insist on treating the “commons” as a verb. Peter Linebaugh, the great historian 
of the commons, declares that “there is no commons without commoning”—the implementation 

of social practices, values, and other negotiated contingencies that give a commons its energy 

and stability. If the commons is seen in this perspective, we can avoid unthinking reifications of the 


COMMONS. 


By seeing a commons as a living social organism, and not a mere object or resource, we can avoid the 
trap of treating the commons as a universal ideology or an objectified system. We can begin to validate 


the idea of unity-in-diversity—and apply this ontological viewpoint to our interactions with the more- 
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than-human world and with each other. This is the basic point, after all—to blend our fuller human 
selves with the larger community and with “nature,” emancipating ourselves from a worldview that 


regards “nature” as an “other.” 


The point of the commons paradigm is to bring to the forefront this ontological realm of empathy, 
affect, and reciprocity. This is not a matter of idealism or do-gooding, but about creating new forms of 
subjectivity and agency, which themselves can be potent agents for change. This is critical in animating 
new sorts of social and political action that can bring about a Great Transition. Neera M. Singh notes in 
a recent paper about commoners recovering forests in Odisha, India, that “villagers’ daily practices of 
caring for and regenerating degraded forests in Idisha can be seen as affective labor in which mind and 
body, reason and passion, intellect and feeling are employed together. Through the environmental care 
practices in ‘growing forests,’ villagers not only transform natural landscapes they also transform their 


individual and collective subjectivities.” 


Of course, we also need to develop specific policies, laws, and institutional structures related to varieties 
of the commons, which may easily be denigrated as “objectifications,” not commoning. And this is 
where things gets complicated because we need such institutions to empower and stabilize self- 
organized, bottom-up rule-making and governance (outside of government, which is so often a force 


driving enclosure). Transparency, bottom-up feedback loops, and accountability have been suppressed. 


Many have concerns that it will be difficult for the commons to address the governance of large-scale 
common-pool resources such as the oceans, biodiversity, and the atmosphere. This is quite true and is 
one of our most urgent challenges. We need new sorts of multi-level systems of governance, including 
global governance. | do not wish to pretend that existing commons can simply be reconfigured as 
systems to govern large-scale resources. They cannot. But | do wish to argue that the nation-state 
system and international treaty organizations are not likely to come up with adequate solutions, in 

no small part because of their fealty to transnational corporations and the neoliberal market vision. A 


different logic, ethic, and institutional form must emerge from commoners themselves. 


Already we have all sorts of “transnational tribes” of commoners building new systems of cross-border 
cooperation and culture. They include indigenous peoples, peasant farmers, hundreds of thousands 
of free software hackers, more than 90,000 Wikipedians, open-access scholarly publishing journals, 


the Open Educational Resources movement, the Transition Town movement, the Social and Solidarity 
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Economy movement, the Degrowth movement, the cooperative movement, among many others. The 
Internet, meanwhile, represents a powerful infrastructure for convening diverse groups and fostering 


greater communication and integration. 


| believe that any strategically effective actions will need to reimagine citizen action that goes beyond 
the classic forms of petitioning government for a redress of grievances. The current system itself is 

the problem. A good place to start is by creating protectable working alternatives to the status quo, 
working outside of the system. This can change the center of gravity, politically and culturally, and exert 
greater transformative leverage than doomed efforts to prevail against colossal concentrations of power 


that dominate a rigged system. 


This is what Linux advocates did by building a new body of software code that could out-compete 
Microsoft Windows: a much more effective approach than antitrust litigation or new legislation. 
Similarly, the local food movement did not initially begin their crusades by lobbying Congress and the 
USDA, but by creating their own organic farms, community-support agriculture programs, permaculture 
projects, Slow Food gatherings, local distribution systems, and so on. The Occupy movement did not 
lobby Congress about wealth inequality; it took over public spaces as a visible enactment of their civic 
sovereignty, and in so doing changed the political conversation and culture (Occupy’s institutional 


follow-through is another matter). 


Actions such as these can be effective because they essentially withdraw from the corrupt, established 
system and over time delegitimize it by demonstrating superior alternatives. They validate an alternative 
logic of self provisioning. They help convene a new public dedicated to a new value proposition. They 
serve as a staging area for a new political constituency and future engagements with the State. And 
they serve as nodes that can reach out laterally and transnationally to form new vehicles for federated 
action. One of the best examples of this was the eclectic digital coalition that improbably defeated 
ACTA, the Anti-Counterfeiting Trade Agreement, in 2012, which sought to impose draconian new rules 


for copyright law and the Internet. 


| also wish to thank Wolfgang Sachs for his astute thoughts about how commons can facilitate 
“economic degrowth" or, a term that | prefer, post-growth: a very important theme. Finally, Ashish 
Kothari is quite right that local inequities of gender, caste, class, race, ethnicity, and age may be 


prevalent in commons. We must keep in mind that commons are not automatically “progressive.” 
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(However, | believe commons are structurally more amenable to implementing progressive change than 


governments.) 


Again, my thanks to all for their thoughtful remarks in this invigorating dialogue. This is a conversation 


that must continue. 
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